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 Over the last four decades, Science and Technology Studies (STS) have given increasing 
attention to the interplay of technological artifacts and social relations.  Much of this work can be divided 
into two differing frameworks of analysis.  The first, most commonly known as the “social construction 
of technology” (SCOT) wherein the “interpretive flexibility” of technology by social groups is the key 
focus of study (Pinch and Bijker 1984).  This approach suggests that the physical properties of any 
technological artifact are of little importance given the abilities of various social groups to assign a variety 
of social meanings to the same technology and it is those meanings that are of key importance (Wajcman 
2000).  In contrast, the “mechanistic artifact” explanation highlights the importance of any technological 
artifact’s physical properties that were purposefully designed to function in a particular manner and often 
through this functioning, have implications for social relations (deRidder 2006).  Work from both of these 
perspectives acknowledge relationships between the physical/technological properties of the artifact, their 
importance in allowing the artifact to function in expected and desired ways, and social relations.  SCOT, 
however, primarily focuses upon the relationship between artifact function and social relations.  
Mechanistic approaches however, more readily acknowledge the importance of examining the 
physical/technological properties and behaviors of artifacts that allow for their functioning as well 
(deRidder 2006).    Unfortunately much of the work from either of these perspectives focuses primarily 
upon language as the evidence base rather than observational data thus producing little empirical effort to 
directly link these physical properties with social relations (Dant 2004).  This paper attempts to contribute 
to the understandings of such linkages.   
   Feminist technology studies began almost simultaneously as a branch of technology studies and 
quickly acknowledged the widespread association of technology with men and masculinity (Cockburn 
1983;1985;  Harding 1986; Wacjman 1991).  Again, however, gender studies focusing on the interplay 
with technology predominately followed the SCOT approach with little attention to the physical 
properties of the technology itself.  (Faulkner 2001;Wacjman 2000).  As such, much of this work 
examined what Faulkner (2001) referred to as the gender of technology rather than the gender in 
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technology.   As Faulkner (2001:83) points out, gender in technology deals with mutual, interactive 
influences where “gender relations are both embodied in and constructed or reinforced by artifacts to 
yield a very material form of mutual shaping of gender and technology.” In contrast, the gender of 
technology orientation focuses primarily on artifacts as gendered by association rather than a more in-
depth embodiment of gender.   Similarly, the gendering of technology by association at best focuses upon 
the functioning of the artifact, while gender in technology allows for the recognition of gender within the 
purposefully engineered physical properties of the artifact and its interrelationship with men.   
Much of the gender and technology literature recognizes that the gendering of technology occurs 
in relation to artifacts utilized in men’s leisure activities often occurring in homosocial groups (Dant 
2004; Pfugfelder 2009; Schyfter 2008).  Within this literature is the recognition of a melding of the 
subject-object divide in which a “cyborg” is created in which the man and the machine become one (Dant 
2004; Houkes, Kroes, Meijers, and Vermaas 2011).  This melding is attributed to the development of a 
“kinesthetic” sense of the artifact.  Harper (1987) sees this as the experiencing of the machine, not in a 
mechanically separate sense, but as an extension of the body that performs as one with the man and is 
experienced primarily through the senses rather than a more calculated mechanistic rationality.  
Unfortunately, much of the gender and technology literature center this kinesthetic relationship on the 
connection between men and the artifact’s functioning (analogous with the male body) rather than the 
physical properties of the technology more specifically. 
Can masculinities be created and reinforced by the very physical properties contained in the 
gendered artifact?  Are there really gendered physical properties of technology?  Is the melding of men 
and machine through a kinesthetic sense primarily related more to the artifact’s functioning or more 
appropriately related to the physical properties of artifact?   Through an exploration of antique tractor 
collectors, this inquiry examines the gendered meanings embedded in the artifacts by the men who collect 
them.  Although collecting is now a leisure pursuit, the association of these machines with now 
inaccessible, occupationally-based, traditional rural masculinities makes this a unique setting.  Here 
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success of both the masculinity of the man and the success of the machine’s functionality to produce an 
occupationally successful farmer are inextricably linked.  Further, because of the unique dependence of 
the man upon the functioning of the machine and the conditions under which this occurred allows for a 
unique opportunity to explore the meanings of the physical properties of the artifact in creating a 
successful man, successful machine, and shared masculinity.     
  
Traditional Rural Masculinities and Identity Discontinuity 
 Masculinities are constructed through interaction and discourse and are best understood as a set of 
performances and practices that reinforce certain clusters of attributes (Connell 1995).  Masculinities may 
be constructed in relationship to women, but also in relationship to other men through homosocial 
activities where men seek validation for their manhood by other men (Kimmel 1996).  This is particularly 
true where masculinities are work-based and work is conducted within primarily homosocial groups.   
Some masculinities are considered more dominant, desirable and authoritative than others and 
become hegemonic in nature (Connell 1995).  Connell (2000) suggests these hegemonic masculinities are 
more valued and hold a most “honored” position within given contexts.  Hegemonic masculinities 
become so dominant within particular settings that they are considered self-evident and come to be 
viewed as “natural” even to the point of being seen as genderless (Connell 1995; Hearn 1998).  Such 
hegemonic masculinities are usually learned during adolescence, and reinforced in homosocial groups 
(Bird 1996; Connell 2005; Hearn 2004).  Bird highlights the importance of homosocial groups by noting 
homosociality “contributes to the maintenance of hegemonic masculine norms by supporting meanings 
associated with identities that fit hegemonic ideals” (1996, 121).     
Research on masculinities has highlighted the connection between work and masculine identities 
in a variety of rural occupations, especially farming (Brandth 1995; Brandth and Haugen 2005; Saugeres 
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2002a; 2002b).  Within this literature is the identification of traditional masculinities defined primarily in 
terms of work-based characteristics.   Central to the conception of traditional rural masculinities is the 
value of hard physical labor.  Such labor was not only strenuous, but is often required over long days for 
weeks at a time.   Along these lines, traditional rural masculinities are also associated with mutually 
supportive attributes that include the value placed on hard physical labor under harsh conditions, 
toughness, tenacity, dependability, physical strength and the need to conquer or overcome nature and 
exert control over the machines that make this possible (Bartlett and Conger 2004; Brandth 1995; 
Campbell and Bell 2000; Liepins 2000; Little 2002; Saugeres 2002b).  The ability to succeed as a farmer 
and a man is therefore seen as primarily dependent upon one’s capacity for hard work.   
Gender scholars recognize the importance of performance and body reflexive practices that serve 
to interactively construct and reinforce work-based masculinities.  Bulter (1993) sees performance as the 
reiteration of a set of normative expectations that enables the formation of a subject rather than simply 
being performed by a subject.  Connell (1995; 2000) recognizes bodies represent both agents and objects 
of practice where the need to define male bodies as masculine must also coincide with the body’s physical 
characteristics.  Body reflexive practices therefore see the male body “not as a template for social 
masculinities, but as a referent for the configuration of social practices defined as masculinity” (Connell 
2000, 59).  Work in gender and technology has clearly established that men’s body reflexive practices are 
frequently transferred to artifacts, often as “prosthetics” for the body (Brandth and Haugen 2005; Schyfter 
2008; Sloop 2005).  Similarly the performance of the technological artifact is evaluated as bodily 
performance where artifact performance equates directly with its functionality (Grint and Gill 1995; 
Mellstrom 2004; Pflugfelder 2009).  As such, the body or its symbolic substitute may serve as an 
important basis for the construction, reconstruction and reinforcement of identities.  In this regard, the 
male body-artifact link appears to reflect a greater connection with bodily performance/functioning than 
the physical/technological nature of the body/artifact. 
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Recent research on rural masculinities has also identified a variety of masculinities that differ 
from more traditional masculine identities and challenge traditional masculinities’ hegemonic position 
within current contexts.  Predominantly identified among these newer masculinities is a more industrial/ 
entrepreneurial rural identity in which farming is viewed as an occupation where rational economic 
decision-making in a competitive marketplace is more highly valued than physical effort (Bartlett and 
Conger 2004; Brandth 1995; Little 2002; Saugeres 2002a).  Thus, success as a farmer and man is more 
dependent upon rational decision-making than hard physical labor.  This industrial model of rural 
masculinity coincides closely with Connell’s view of a wider corporate hegemonic masculinity 
characterized by rationality “shaped to fit the needs of corporate work” (1995, 165).  This alignment of 
newer rural masculine identities with more global hegemonic masculinities diminishes the contextual 
importance of geography in the construction of gender and endangers older rural identities as real men. 
Over the last 60 years, economic success in farming has increasingly depended on expanding the 
scale of operations.   This trend is reflected in the dramatic increase in average farm size and resultant 
decline in smaller-scale, family farming as an occupational choice over this time period (Bureau of the 
Census 1967; 2003). Extensive literature examining this shift in agriculture locates traditional rural 
masculinities and their hegemonic positioning within contexts reflective of smaller scale farming 
operations and industrial/entrepreneurial masculinities with larger-scale operations (Bartlett 1993; Bartlett 
and Conger 2004; Ni Laoire 2004; Saugeres 2002a).  Connell (1995) has noted when conditions that 
support the hegemonic positioning of certain masculinities change, positions of power erode and 
particular forms of masculinity may disappear altogether.  Shifts in economic contexts within both 
logging (Brandth and Haugen 2005) and farming (Hacker 1990; Ni Laoire 2004) have diminished support 
of traditional rural masculinities and served to degrade the value of farmers’ work.   
 
Gender, Technology and the Collection of Antique Tractors 
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Within farming, the tractor represents a technological artifact or tool essential for the exertion of 
control over nature (Brandth 1995; Liepins 2000; Saugeres 2002a; Saugeres 2002b).  Harper (2001) 
points out that when farmers replaced horses with tractors as the primary power source, this shift to 
greater mechanization also altered how families worked together, particularly in reducing the role of 
women in agricultural production.   Therefore, interaction between men and the tractors constructs and 
reinforces gendered meanings for both the men and the machines (Brandth 1995; Mellström 2002; 
Wajcman 1991).  Tractors are therefore not simply gendered through association, but gender is embodied 
within the technology itself.   As Faulkner points out, gender in technology deals with mutual, interactive 
influences where “gender relations are both embodied in and constructed or reinforced by artifacts to 
yield a very material form of mutual shaping of gender and technology” (2001, 83).  With regard 
specifically to traditional rural masculinities and the tractor, Brandth  (1995, 132) notes farmers expect 
identical qualities in the machine…through the tractor, farmers communicate qualities of real men-
strength and persistence.” 
Tractor operation is often a basis for the demarcation of gender lines on the farm (Brandth 1995; 
Saugeres 2002b).  Even at times when women may be required to operate tractors on the farm, efforts are 
made to ensure this activity does not threaten traditional gendered relations and the dominant position of 
masculinities symbolized by the tractor (Brandth 1994; Pini 2005).  The possession of technological 
knowledge, however, serves a more significant gender boundary.  Such knowledge is seen as men’s 
inclination and domain, not women’s.  Women may be allowed to operate tractors as long as they do not 
challenge or threaten masculine dominance of technological knowledge necessary to maintain the 
machine (Brandth 1994; Saugeres 2002b).  Thus, tractors become the most significant piece of 
masculinized technology and a symbol of rural masculine identity. 
Consumption of material possessions is a source of gender identity construction (Hearn and 
Roseneil 1999).  Collecting represents a form of material consumption where identities are constructed in 
more idealized ways unrestricted by occupational demands (Hochschild 1989).  Belk, Tanner, and 
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Wallendorf (1997) recognize not only a gendered basis for what objects are collected, but also the use of 
collections to construct gender identity and the gendered societal functions served by collecting.  As such, 
antique tractor collecting represents a strategy for maintaining symbolic representations of former rural 
masculine identities in the present.  
Men reared within farming contexts as children learned to value the hegemonic masculinities they 
were exposed to and, for some, these masculinities remain highly salient as adults.  As Brandth and 
Haugen (2005) have suggested, when farming no longer serves as a viable occupational choice, men seek 
alternative means of maintaining past forms of masculine identities.  The relationships between antique 
tractors and the men who collect them provides insights into one means of maintaining traditional rural 
masculinities as valued identities, and reducing identity discontinuity.   
This analysis focuses upon interrelated processes employed by antique tractor collectors to 
reconstruct former identities symbolically located within the very physical/mechanical/technological 
nature of the tractor itself.  Indeed, to the extent that the technological artifact’s function is no longer tied 
to occupational or masculine success for these collectors, the functionality of the tractor is of relative 
insignificance to identity maintenance.  Rather, collectors appear to embed these past identities in the 
unchanging physical and mechanical characteristics of the machine itself.  This inquiry explores the 
manner and mechanisms antique tractor collectors utilize to accomplish this symbolism and maintain 
these valued identities within the machines.  Specifically, this examination will entail three foci.  First, 
utilizing a comparative technological analysis between antique and newer tractors, this inquiry examines 
how these older technologies are equated with the older identities.  Second, this inquiry examines how 
collectors’ recognition of technological aspects of tractors directly impact functioning.  Last, through the 
examination of the restoration and maintenance process, this inquiry explores how collectors establish a 
kinesthetic relationship with the physical characteristics of the tractor and identities embedded therein. 
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Methods and Context 
Utilizing a grounded theoretical approach (Glaser and Strauss 1967), I began to attend regional 
antique tractor shows as a mechanism for developing understandings of the meaning of these machines 
for these collectors. Thus, my initial research strategy took the form of an observational ethnography 
wherein my observations were unobtrusive while occupying the role of complete observer (Gold 1958).  
As a non-collector, my observations were also unstructured (McCall 1984).         
Most of these shows have been organized at the county level, although one show with a forty-two 
year history, advertises itself as the “World’s Largest Gas Engine and Tractor Show,” and recruits 
participants both nationally and internationally.  I attended this particular show and another one operating 
at the county level annually over a ten year period.  In all, observations were conducted at forty-seven 
antique tractor shows at fourteen different locations within a three state region over this ten year period.  
These shows were concentrated in northeastern Indiana, although I also observed shows in northwestern 
Ohio and southeastern Michigan.  Shows lasted one to five days, and ranged in size from those displaying 
less than fifty tractors to the largest show displayed 800 tractors  
I would typically spend at least an afternoon observing each show as most activity occurs during 
this time of the day.  Given shows are usually organized at the county level, almost all of the participants 
reside nearby.  Thus, most collectors drop off their tractors at the beginning of the show and pick them up 
at the end actually attending the show only intermittently during their spare time or when they were 
participating in an organized activity.  I also became a non-participating member in select sponsoring 
organizations that allowed me to monitor their meeting minutes.   
To supplement my unobtrusive study of collectors, I began subscribing to publications related to 
antique tractor collecting.  I examined four print-based periodicals: Antique Power Magazine, Gas Engine 
Magazine, Belt Pulley Magazine and Steam Traction Magazine.   I examined six to ten volumes of these 
publications that coincided with the ten years of show observations.  In total, 264 issues were surveyed to 
not only supplement my understandings of the collector culture and practices, but also identify articles 
that tied the tractor to specific male family members or previous owners.  In all, 162 articles were 
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identified and examined for descriptions of the relationships between these identified men, a specific 
tractor and their meanings embodied in the machines by collectors. 
 Nineteen “trade” books were also used as unobtrusive data sources.  While some of these were 
thematically dedicated to a particular brand of tractor, such as John Deere, most dealt more broadly with 
history and collecting of antique tractors.  Analysis of this compendium of observational data was aimed 
at identifying dominant themes and developing a more focused, interactive research effort.  
After approximately seven years of observations, the second stage of my research took the form 
of an informant ethnography wherein I conducted twenty-two in-depth, structured interviews of which 
twenty-one were with collectors.  Nineteen of the interviews were conducted face-to-face and three 
collectors were interviewed by phone. Sixteen of these participants were recruited using contact 
information gleaned from the signage attached to show tractors indicating personal identification of the 
tractor with someone other than the current owner.  Two collectors were identified through their 
occupation as antique tractor mechanics.  One collector was identified through a story in a local 
newspaper.  In addition to these nineteen collectors, three individuals involved with antique-tractor 
publications were also interviewed (two of three were collectors as well).  Two of these were editors of 
periodicals examined earlier and one produced an audio tape of tractor sounds marketed at tractor shows. 
The interviews ranged in length from thirty minutes to two hours, with most lasting 
approximately ninety minutes and primarily occurred at the homes of the collectors.  Frequently, 
additional time was spent viewing the interviewee’s own collection where informal interactions provided 
additional data recorded upon leaving the site.   To the extent collectors displayed a general reluctance to 
openly discuss issues of masculinity, efforts were made to ensure the validity of the researcher’s 
developing understandings through a process of analytic validation (Douglas 1976; Emerson and Pollner 
1988).  In this process, after each interview was formally completed, I asked the subjects to comment on 
how well my understandings resonated with theirs. This validation process developed as central themes 
emerged from prior observations and earlier interviews.    
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All but two interviewees were men, ranging in age from eighteen to mid-seventies, but most were 
in their fifties and sixties.  All interviewees were Caucasian, as were all observed participants in the 
shows.  This racial homogeneity reflects the racial distribution in farming in this region both historically 
and today (Bureau of the Census 1967; 2003).  Four interviewees had less than a high school education, 
thirteen had a high school degree and five had degrees in higher education ranging from an associate 
degree to a doctorate.   
Nineteen collectors interviewed grew up on farms between the ‘40s and the ‘60s. Of the 
remaining three, two (eighteen and nineteen years old) still live and work on a farm and began their 
collections with a tractor given to each of them by their grandfather, who guided them through the 
restoration process.  Among the older interview subjects, four began their careers as farmers, although 
one left this occupation in 1968 and the other three in the early ‘80s at the time of a significant debt crisis 
in farming (Dudley 2000).  All four reported leaving farming because of it no longer represented an 
economically viable occupation for them.  At the time of the interviews, respondents were rather equally 
divided among blue collar (e.g. electrician, livestock breeder) and white collar (e.g. professor, accountant, 
periodical editor, purchasing agent) occupations, although seven were now retired.  Six are or were 
employed as mechanics and all but one of the collectors restored and maintained their own tractors. 
These earlier rural experiences and the masculinities formed from them must also be 
contextualized geographically.  The three-state region where antique tractor shows were observed also 
represents the same area where most of the collectors had their earliest farming experiences.  Farms in 
this region were typically smaller than average, ranging between 43.6% and 61.3 % of the national 
average acreage per farm in the U.S. during the 1940s and 1950s (Bureau of the Census 1967).   
These men and their earlier experiences also need to be contextualized within an economic frame.  
Given the ability to adopt new technology is dependent on economic conditions, these small farms were 
often economically marginal with little capital available to continually purchase and upgrade to new 
equipment (Rasmussen 1962).  Furthermore, they had little capital available to pay others to make 
necessary repairs on the older equipment.  Therefore, farmers in these contexts not only had to be able to 
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repair the tractors themselves, but also had to keep these machines operational for comparatively longer 
periods of time.  
 
Comparative Masculinities and Comparative Technologies 
 Just as multiple masculinities co-exist, so to do multiple technologies co-exist.  Thus, to 
understand masculinities embodied in certain technologies requires some form of comparative analysis 
and evaluation of differing technologies.  While masculinities are often constructed in juxtaposition to 
femininities, for antique tractor collectors, masculinities are constructed in relationship to other men and 
their masculinities.  Similarly, given collectors construct masculinities within homosocial groups, they 
also embed comparative masculinities within comparative artifacts.  Thus, traditional rural masculinities 
embedded in antique tractors are technologically compared to newer farm tractors more closely associated 
with industrial/entrepreneurial masculinities.  Thus section examines the nature and parameters of this 
comparative analysis for these collectors. 
 Although much of the literature on traditional rural masculinities highlight size and implied 
strength or power with this identity, this is not the case with the associated tractors.  Today’s tractors, 
more associated with newer rural masculinities, are significantly larger and more powerful than antique 
tractors identified with traditional masculinities.  While this seems incongruent with prior 
conceptualizations of masculinity, it suggests that all masculine attributes are not equal.  Indeed, 
collectors recognize and value the size of the older tractors as size is key to the farmer’s ability to repair 
the machine themselves.  Newer, larger tractors have larger parts, many of which cannot be handled by 
only one man with little equipment (such as jacks, pulleys and lifts).  Thus, the ability of the farmer to be 
self-reliant, especially in fiscally limited situations, allows for greater dependability of the man and 
machine to accomplish the necessary tasks essential for successful farming and masculinity (Nusbaumer 
2010).    
 Within the masculinities literature, size is often equated with strength or power.  Antique tractors 
are significantly underpowered when compared to newer tractors.  For example, the majority of the 
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antique tractors range in power from 10- 40 horsepower with typical machines running in the 20’s.  
Today’s tractors, designed to operate on significantly larger farms, develop between 100-350 horsepower.  
More importantly is how the power is created.  Newer tractors represent highly sophisticated technologies 
that produce comparatively greater horsepower even for the same size or weight machines.  This is done 
through the use of advanced technology and the ability to technologically produce machines with closer 
tolerances between working parts.  This latter factor is reflected in newer tractors as they are commonly 
powered by diesel engines rather than gasoline powered ones like the older tractors.  Diesels require 
closer tolerances to allow for ignition and greater compression ratings.  Unfortunately these newer 
technologies make it more difficult for a farmer with limited mechanical skills and tools to repair the 
tractor themselves, again threatening independence, self-reliance, and ultimately dependability.   
 The masculine attribute most often and most closely associated with these antique machines is 
dependability or tenacity.  Tenacity in this sense represents the ability to do hard physical labor, day after 
day.  Not so much the amount of labor one can do in a particular day, but the long, consecutive days, 
weeks and even months characteristic of the nature of farming during these times.  Collectors often 
express admiration for their tractors in regards to the ability to work them hard one day and come back 
the next morning to easily start them again and begin the next day’s toil.  Masculinity is not, therefore, 
defined in short bursts of hard physical labor, but, the ability to maintain significant effort over a longer 
time period.  This reliability is also reflected in some collectors’ comparisons with newer tractors.  Many 
highly value the fact that their tractors are frequently still in use despite being 50-75 years old. Few 
believe the current tractors will still be around and functional after the same time period.   
 Much of this sense of tenacity and dependability is embedded within the technology of these 
machines.  Collectors repeatedly note that these tractors were “over-engineered”.  They were designed 
and built to last a very long time and be easily repairable.  This concern for reliability can also be seen in 
the types of manufacture warranties issued for these machines.  As one mechanic noted, Farmalls [tractor 
brand] built from the late 1930’s through the early 1960’s carried a lifetime warranty on the engine’s 
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main bearings.  This warranty is still honored today for these antique tractors.  Nothing like this exists for 
newer tractors.  
The value of a tractor’s dependability is reflected in unique status of Rumely Oil Pull tractors 
among collectors.  Built between 1910 and 1930 by the Advance-Rumely Corporation, the farm 
implement and steam traction company produced approximately 3,000 of these tractors.  In comparison, 
the Fordson Model F, produced by Ford Motor Company between 1917-1928, had a production run of 
approximately 250,000 and still holds the record for the most of any particular tractor model ever sold.  
Nonetheless, there appear to be more Rumelys left than Fordsons and they bring much higher prices than 
the fordsons.  Rumelys rarely sell for less than $8,000-10,000, while Fordsons go for as little as $3,000.  
Rumelys are revered among collectors because of their overengineering and dependability.  Collectors 
like to tell the story of why.  Metal shortages during World War II led to scrap drives that supposedly 
consumed most of the Fordsons because they were no longer likely to be functional.  Comparatively, 
Rumelys, which had significantly more valuable amounts of metal in them, were still working at this 
time, so they were more valuable working than being scrapped.  They are the consummate symbol of 
dependability among collectors.   
 A common comparison of tractors made by collectors is related to the purposeful simplicity of 
design.   Original owners of these machines were not particularly highly skilled mechanics and most had 
only a small collection of simple tools available.  Yet, the ability to repair these machines themselves was 
a crucial aspect of dependability and essential for the completion of necessary tasks within a limited time 
period.  Many tractors were sold originally with tool kits to allow for repairs.  As one research participant 
noted, “Ford used to have one single wrench that came with the tractor and all the bolts (on the tractor) 
were the same size to fit the wrench”.  In comparing these antiques to newer tractors, collectors note that 
newer tractors have more complex systems involving electronics, turbochargers, and air conditioning that 
requires expertise for servicing that is beyond the skills of most farmers.  They go on to note that these 
systems on newer tractors make the servicing of the “essential” components of the tractor more difficult 
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and time consuming to access for repairs.  These problems also carry over to problem diagnostic abilities 
as well.  As one subject noted: “These old machines were very very simple.  You get into these newer 
tractors, where you got all this high technology, you can’t work on it.  You got to have a thousand dollars 
of computer technology to even diagnose it….The average Joe Blow is not goin to be able to work on it.” 
These concerns are also equated with operator/driver comforts.  The importance of engaging in 
physical labor under harsh environmental conditions, a key component of traditional rural masculinities, 
is also reflected in these comparisons.  When asked to compare the operation of antique tractors with the 
newer ones, after dependability/tenacity, comfort is one of the most frequently cited differences.  Newer 
tractors typically have power steering, hydraulic assists, automatic transmissions and enclosed cabs that 
are heated, air-conditioned and equipped with softer seats and even an occasional stereo.  Operation of the 
older tractors required the farmer to sit outside in the harsh environment, with none of these comforts, not 
even some form of a cushioned seat with a back on it to lean against.  Thus both the farmer and the tractor 
had to equally struggle equally against the rugged conditions and persevere over the long term.   
These developments, especially those directly related to operator comfort do little to improve 
machine functioning yet, they serve as potential detriments to dependability.  Most simply, the problem is 
the more technological systems on the tractor, the more potential sources of breakdowns.  Further, as 
noted above, these systems often require additional time to remove and replace just to access essential 
technology on the tractor.   As one subject employed as an antique tractor mechanic noted when 
comparing antiques to newer models: “We can pull an engine in one to two hours, there is not much 
shrouding, not all the fenders and hoods.  It comes down to the basic fact that when they were building 
these tractors, they were thinking about the guy who was working on them.” 
These comparative frameworks are clearly centered on the technological characteristics of the 
tractors and the associated comparative models of masculinity.  Further, these technological differences, 
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of clear symbolic importance to collectors’ identities, are not only important in themselves, but also a 
necessary crucial prerequisite to successful tractor functioning. 
  
Masculinity, Technology and the Functioning Tractor 
 Analyses of typical car-driver relationships focus on the functioning of the technological object 
and its interconnected masculine identities.  However, this research often fails to even address issues 
related to the drivers’ knowledge of the technological characteristics of the car that allow it to function in 
certain ways.  Indeed, most men do not know how to either technologically diagnose or repair the car.  
Rather, when a car fails to function in expected ways, they simply assign the technological diagnosis of 
the problem and its repair to skilled mechanics.  In contrast historically, when a farmer’s tractor is not 
functioning properly, it was up to the farmer to both diagnose the technological cause of the functioning 
problem and repair it.  Thus, the central traditional rural masculine attribute of dependability requires the 
man to not simply function in conjunction with the machine, but also interact directly with the technology 
to quickly and correctly diagnose and repair the tractor to return it to full functioning.  Further, most 
mechanics recognize that, if possible, it is often cheaper and less work to make repairs before they 
significantly impair functioning.  This is also why collectors appreciate the simplicity in design of these 
older tractors as they allow for greater success in diagnosis and repair.  For example, the 
grandfather/father of two interviewees, who still farms, was noted as continuing to farm with tractors built 
in the 1950’s and 1960’s, while working with more modern farm implements.  He regularly “blows up” 
the engines because they are under-powered for the modern equipment, but he chooses to simply rebuild 
them rather than go to newer models that he feels he cannot as easily repair and maintain.   
 Because of this unique situation, the primary kinesthetic relationship may not be between the man 
and the functioning of the machine.  Instead, the primary kinesthetic relationship may be with the 
technology that allows for functioning.  Thus, similar to work done directly with mechanics (Mellström 
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2002, 2004), older farmers and collectors develop a kinesthetic sense of the technology essential for 
continued functioning.  As one interviewee noted: “My Dad could always tell when a bearing was going 
out of the combine.  Eighty-eight bearings within 12 feet of each other and he could tell which one was 
going out by just sitting in the cab and running it.  I’d say, how do you know and he would say I can hear 
it.”   Running in this case does not mean functioning, as such diagnosis is conducted while simply 
allowing the machine to run, not actually be involved in crop harvesting (sole function of any combine). 
Dependability and simplicity of design become intertwined when a tractor stops functioning 
during a necessary task and complete repairs are not feasible within a narrow timeframe.  Rather, the need 
to make immediate temporary repairs, in order to complete the task, become paramount.  The perception 
that these antique tractors were more amenable to some form of jury-rigging by the farmer to get them to 
still operate through “home-grown”, temporary repair approaches is highly valued and closely tied to the 
farmer’s identity with the machine.  As one subject noted when comparing new tractors to older ones: 
“Gone are the days when you could do a temporary fix to make it work the day and fix it when you got 
back to the barn.”  Another subject noted: “On the old ones, if a radiator hose leaked, you could tie a 
handkie wrap around it, dip your hat in the creek and get some creekwater and get home.  With new 
tractors, when one of the pieces fail, the dependability goes to nothing, you are done right where you 
stop.”  Newer tractors often require computers for diagnostics and highly skilled professional mechanics 
to repair. 
 
Technology as Traditional Rural Masculinities  
Historically, farmers were responsible for both diagnosing and repairing their tractors themselves.  
Now, because of the complexity of the technology, farmers rarely do either (Brandth, 1995).  As antique 
tractor collectors however, current collectors often find old, non-functioning tractors and restore them to 
functioning condition.  In this restoration process collectors not only reconnect with past experiences 
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associated with traditional rural masculinities, restoration serves as a vehicle to pass these understandings 
of these masculinities on to others who did not have occupationally-based lived experiences.   
Often these tractors are restored by multiple generations of older and younger familial males as a 
family project, working together as a tribute to an older male family member most closely associated with 
the operation of the tractor.  Restorations frequently involve two to four generations of family members.    
The restoration process provides an opportunity for the transference of past identities associated with an 
older generation of the tractor’s primary operator, through the current generation, to the next generation 
of younger family members who aid in the restoration, but have limited or no personal knowledge of the 
identity embedded within the tractor.  Such activities create a means of further displaying traditional rural 
masculine characteristics through developing understandings of the older technology in the tractor.  As 
noted in one periodical article, “All the hard work and countless hours that goes into restoring a tractor is 
made easier when family memories can be associated with the tractor” (Elmore 2003, 8).  When multiple 
generations of males are responsible for the restoration of these tractors, both the old and young speak 
about the importance of passing on knowledge and understandings, especially those associated with work 
and masculinity.   
For the collectors of antique tractors, the attributes of traditional rural masculinities can be found 
embedded in the technology of the tractor from a comparative technologies framework.  Technological 
dependability of any mechanical object is directly related to the ability to reduce or diminish friction as 
friction produces wear and eventual failure of any mechanical part.  Through the restoration process, 
collectors are able to demonstrate for themselves and others how dependability of these tractors was 
maximized by their technological nature that coincides with valued characteristics of traditional rural 
masculinities.  Two key aspects of these antique tractors reflect important traditional  masculine 
attributes. 
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 First, many collectors acknowledge that antique tractors’ engines run at much slower revolutions 
per minute (rpms) than newer ones.  One interviewee who collects John Deeres noted one of his tractors 
”does about 800 (rpms at an idle), but at full speed its only running 1,100, a very slow speed engine and 
the bigger they got, the slower they ran (with some) they ran about 1,000 and idled down to about  400.”  
Another subject when speaking specifically about diesel engines indicated “most old farm tractors, like 
the Farmall M diesel, ran about 1,650-1,700 rpms.  Today tractors run 2,400 to 3,000….the old ones 
(John Deere two-cylinder engines) ran 1,250 at no load and 1,175 at full load, some of today’s engines 
won’t even hardly idle at that speed.”    Collectors closely associate this slower operation with more 
reliable technology and thus the identification with tenacity as an important masculine attribute necessary 
to accomplish important tasks. These designs also suggest that slow and steady are more important to task 
completion than quick and fast.  
Technologically, these slower speeds of operation required alternative means of producing 
enough power to accomplish needed tasks.  This was primarily achieved by not only increasing the size of 
the compression chamber or cylinder, but also by lengthening the distance of the power stroke.  
Therefore, antique tractors sound differently than newer ones.  Not only did they run slower, but they 
produced brand and even model-specific sounds.  These sounds, through collectors’ kinesthetic 
relationship with these machines, served an anthropomorphic function that, in turn allows for greater 
masculine identification with the technology (Nusbaumer, 2011).  For most, hearing the tractor run, 
serves to bring it to life.  Literally every collector interviewed claimed to be able to identify at least their 
own tractors’ make and model just by the sound.  These sounds are not experienced simply as mechanical 
sounds, but as voice, a sign of the actual life force embodied within the tractor.  As noted in an article 
from one of the trade books, “When it (tractor) started working really hard and the RPM’s (revolutions of 
the engine per minute) slowed, the sound was like a heart-beat” (Hess 1997, 45).  As Paul, who produced 
the recordings of tractor sounds, noted: “On a human scale, it may be easier to relate to something 
running slow like that [antique tractors], and certainly the old two cylinders, lugging as if the last one 
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[cylinder firing] was going to die and now a multi-cylinder, high speed running tractor, you don’t get that 
relationship.”  This embodiment of life force is thus based in the technology of older tractors, as newer 
tractors with significantly different technological characteristics are not so imbued.  This embodiment of 
traditional rural masculinities within the very technology of the tractor is seen in the following line from a 
tradebook article: “The exhaust note of the Minneapolis Moline’s long stroke engine turning over slowly 
under load is music to my ears” (Fenley 1997: 81). 
A second technological characteristic of these antique tractors compared to the newer ones is 
greater tolerance standards or more “loose” engineering.  Generally, the closer the tolerances between 
mechanical parts in any machine, the greater the amount of friction.  Conversely, the closer the tolerances, 
the greater the compression and more power per size.   As noted by another interviewee, “given an engine 
of say 360 cubic inches (total size of compression chambers in engine), engines today can produce in 
excess of 200 horsepower and fifty years ago it might produce 80.”   Antique tractors typically 
compensated for this difference in tolerances and resultant power produced by increasing the size of the 
compression chambers.  Equating this engineering with available models of masculinity, farmers often 
associate hard physical labor with more gross efforts rather than finely honed micro-technology.  Thus, 
traditional rural masculinities more associated with the technology of the antique tractors and associate 
newer tractors and their technology with industrial/entrepreneurial models of masculinity. 
 
Conclusion 
 The current inquiry attempts to highlight the importance of specific technological attributes in the 
creation and maintenance of traditional rural masculinities.  Recognizing that past studies have focused 
primarily on the relationship between technology’s ability to function and the connections between 
artifact functioning and social identities, this inquiry attempts to refocus future analyses upon both the 
indirect and direct relationships between the technology itself and social identities.  Through examination 
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of antique tractor collectors and the meanings and social identities they embed within their tractors, this 
inquiry explores the key role the technological characteristics of these tractors plays in the maintenance of 
older, occupationally-based masculinities frequently no longer accessible through work.   
While this research setting represents an ideal opportunity to examine these relationships, it also 
represents unique setting that, for most, has been lost in history.  The contexts in which these collectors 
first developed traditional rural masculine identities were unique in a variety of respects.  Unlike most 
modern work activities, these identities were developed and experienced primarily within a family 
context.  This family context allowed for shared inter-generational work experiences creating lived 
biographical opportunities for the reconstruction of these identities and their salience in the present.  
Second, farming represents a highly gendered occupation that creates unique opportunities for homosocial 
bonding.  Few occupations remain as gendered today.  Third, only a small number of current occupational 
identities, are as closely equated with a single material object as traditional farming masculinities and the 
tractor. This is especially true in that the material object was affordable and small enough to become a 
personal possession.  Last, few occupationally-based identities may be successfully claimed simply upon 
hard work and personal efforts.  In industrialized economies, economic success and therefore successful 
maintenance of masculinities are seen as being under sole control of the individual.  Thus, antique 
tractors, as work-based material artifacts, appear rather unique in their ability to reflect valued social 
identities.   
This research also suggests that attributes assigned to specific social identities are not of equal 
importance.  Liepins (2000) has suggested tenacity as the most important attribute associated with 
traditional rural masculinity.  Clearly the current analysis highlights the relative importance of 
dependability or tenacity over others as an attribution of traditional rural masculinities.  While the 
significance of this attribute may be related to its unique association as a prerequisite to occupational 
success for this occupationally based masculinity, it still raises the question about the differential 
importance of identity attributes associated with any social identity.  
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To the extent traditional rural masculinities are tied to occupational success, particularly for 
farmers, and the ability to complete the necessary tasks in limited timeframes is dependent of the 
functioning of their tractors, closely ties these masculinities to the functioning of these machines.  More 
importantly however, is that these masculinities were also tied to the farmers’ knowledge and 
understandings of these tractors as technological objects that was essential for their continued functioning.  
This connection is key in this situation as it was the farmer who was responsible for both the diagnosis 
and repair of these machines.  Therefore, the relationship between these masculinities and the tractors’ 
technology may be stronger and more central than previously examined human-machine relationships.  
Indeed, the technology-identity connections may be dependent upon the very nature of the 
human-artifact relationship.  In situations where individuals are simply operators (in this case drivers) of 
the artifact, then masculinities become embedded within this relationship and performance and bodily 
associations are construed accordingly.  In situations where operators are also responsible for 
understanding and maintaining the mechanical nature of the technology required for performance, then 
masculinities also become embedded at this level as well.  Thus, the nature of embodying social identities 
within any technology may be entirely dependent upon ones’ prior knowledge, experience and 
relationship with the artifact.  Further, any analysis of the kinesthetic relationship between technology and 
identity needs to more closely examine the specific nature of these connections with differing aspects of 
the technology related to functioning, technological characteristics that allow functioning and the 
interrelationship between the two. 
Clearly the ability to associate technological characteristics of antique tractors with past lived 
experiences serves to strengthen the technology-functioning-identity relationships.  Nonetheless, as 
farming as a viable occupational choice diminishes, such lived experiences will also diminish and even 
disappear for many.  As Brandth and Haugen (2005) have found, changing rural occupational contexts 
lead to transformative masculine identities through the lived work experiences.  As time passes so too do 
the understandings of the identities learned by working directly with these machines and the nostalgic 
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memories of these interactions with both the older identities and machines.  In terms of the current 
inquiry, this suggests the functioning of the artifact becomes less important in identity maintenance.  As 
this occurs, the embeddness of these identities in the technology itself becomes more salient.   
As traditional rural masculine identities become more embodied in the technology of antique 
tractors, the interrelationships between technology and identity become more significant.  In this sense, 
over time the masculinities embedded in these antique tractors might, more appropriately be defined as 
“antique” identities because of the very process of embedding them in the antique technology.  Do these 
interrelationships only become important when cultural supports for social identities diminish?   
This inquiry also raises questions regarding the role of material objects in both the initial 
construction of work-based identities, but also their reconstruction.  Brandth (2005) indicates different 
rural masculine identities, such as logging or ranching may be closely associated with different work-
based tools.  Therefore, do computers, which she associates with more recent rural masculinities, have the 
same potential for the embodiment of past masculinities in the future?  Many indicate that within a few 
years, tractors may be operated directly by computers rather than farmers themselves. Modern tractor 
diagnosis and repair and done by professional mechanics utilizing computers.  Do computers then become 
the material symbol of more recently developed rural masculinities, thus leaving the tractor behind 
altogether?  Does the technology-identity interrelationships depend upon the technology of the artifact as 
a prerequisite for identity formation or reinforcement?  Does the technology of all artifacts hold equal 
opportunities for the embodiment of social identities? 
Last, the methodological issue of a researcher’s understandings and expertise warrants attention.  
Is the research support of the SCOT model of human-technology relationships based upon researchers’ 
training as social scientists rather than engineers or mechanics?    Clearly, those who lack 
mechanical/technological understandings of the artifacts will be less likely to see or understand the 
technology-identity relationships and their importance.  Indeed, if one can only experience and 
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understand the functioning-identity relationship (as with car-driver analyses), ones’ analysis is also 
limited to such understandings.  Insights presented here only become obvious because of my training and 
work as a mechanic as well as a social scientist.  
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